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THE IMPORTANCE OF RIPARIAN HABITATS TO
VERTEBRATE ASSEMBLAGES IN NORTH
QUEENSLAND WOODLANDS, Memoirs of the
(heeensland Maseum 35(1):248. 1994, - Northemn Australiais
characierised by larpe areas of seasonally dry eucalypt wood-
land with nparuan sysiems forming a network al parmaw strips
of relatively mesic habitat within the dner Torests 1t s
generally accepted that riparian habitats ore vital to these
ecosystems. Riparian vegetation 1s generally more struetural-
ly aml flonistically diverse than the surrounding woodland and
could be expected o contamn & more diverse aod abundant
fauna. The Awsiralian wel/dry tropics has high seasonal
variahility in resource sbundance a% a resull of the climalx
differences berwesn the hot wet summiers and dry winters.
Riparian systerns wilhin this ecosysiém are likely to be vitally
important in providing water, shelter and food for fauna,
aspecially dunng the dry scason. This paper is neant o be
suggestive, not conclusive, in an anempt to promote research
on ripanan systems.

The ohservations discassed bere were made during a ver-
tebrate Fauna xiurvey of Dotswaood Station 1o provide baseline
information for an environmenlal impact ayseysment (Wil-
liams et al., 1993). a

The study area of 2320 km™ { atswood Statkan) ks sinmred
approximalely 50 km south-west of Townsvilke. Four major
sites were chosen (A,BC & D). cach with up 10 frar sub-sites.
Site E had no separge sub-sifes and was only semipled once,
Major babitat types and sssocialed intensive sample sub sites
were as follows:open woodland, A2, A3 B, BY; open forest,
B4, Cl, C4, D4; wll epen foresviclosad focest, D1, D2, 103,
riparian, Al, B2, C2, E: rocky outeraps, C3.

The riparian sub-stes A |, B2, and C2 are characterised by
dense stands of Melaleace fewcadendra ollen with & mized
shrub loyer, while site E consisled of putches of closed Tris-
taniopsis extliflara gallery faresa and more open Melwleves
leucadendra | Calligieman spp. Forest. Woodland sub-siles
were all much more open, drier and less floristically divesse
than ndjncent npanan sub-sites The transihon from the dense
ripatian vegetation to e open cucaly pt woodland was usuaily
abrupt (approximately 20 metres).

The first faunal survey was conducied between 8 Apnl-3
May 1991 (Jate wet/oarly dry season) ind the second between
7 August-25 October (late dry season). Bach sib-site was
sampled by small mammaltrapping, pittrapping, observatjon-
al ranseets (for birdy), lighting, active searching and mist
netting (bats). For details of site selection, sampling design,
technigues and resuls see Williams et al, (1993)

Most observations indicared u elear difference between the
vertehrate species assemblages of ripanan sub-sites and suls-
shies in the adjacent drier forest. Buds cahibiled the most
obvious difference between habitaty, Riparian sub-sites
recorded, on average, 73% of the bird species recorded for ihe
site (excluding water birds), as compared to anaverage of 35%
for dry sub-sites. The average bird species richness of riparinn
sub-sites (34 species) was sigmticantly preater than at dry
sub-sites (17 species) (F=13.5, df=1, p=0.0023). There were
31 species (175 of votal) of hirds (ineludes watethinds) which
were exclusively recorded along walercourses, and an addi-
tional 26 species (14%) occurred in greater abundance s
ripurian sub-gites thun woodland sub-sites, giving a lotal of 57
species (319%) of the birds which were at least pantly depend-
ent on riparian systems. In comrasi, there were only 1wo
spevies of bird observed exclusively at woodland sub-sites.

Differences between sub.sites in the mammal assemblages
were less clear. However, Water Rats (Hydromys
chrysogaster) were vbserved ouly ul ripanan sub-sites, while
Greater Gliders (Petawrotdey volans), Brushail Possums
(Trichosuruy vulpecula), Agile Wallabies (Mucropuy apiliz)
and Brown Bandicoots (seadon macraurus) all appeared o
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he more shundant in riparian vegetation. Fishing Bats (Myotis
adversus), a species restricted by the availabihity of free water,
were recorded only at two riparian sub-kites,

Five species of reptiles which are restricled 0 ripariun
habitats were observed, including one snake (Tropidonophis
mairii), vwo lizards (Physignathuy lesweurii & Sphenomor-
Phis quayii) and twaloetoises (Elseya latiste st & Emyidicra
kreftir). Allof the 16 species of frogs were recorded in riparian
vegetanon while only five species were recorded away from
the riparian zone. Most species ol frogs were clearly more
abuncast within the npasian zone,

The results discussed here suggest thar veriebrare faunal
diversily and abundance is considerably grealer in riparian
vegetatan than in the surrounding habitat. It may seem inane
o nclude exclusively aquatic species, for example fresh
witler turtles and waterbirds, in this discussion, however Ui
specics make 4 sigmbicant contribution o local and regional
biodiversity and, as such, highlight the greal importance of
riparian habitat within this ecosystem.

The conservation and protection of riparian habatots 15 of
paramount impartance in preserving the biodiversity of te
sucalypt woodlands of northern Australin, The progection of
ripurian vegetation is also an essential part of any land cure
program. Woodlonds and forests are one of the moest
widespread and important habilals in Auvstralia, thereforne an
understanding of riparian systems 15 necessary to enahle the
elhicient preservation and management of this ecosysten),

Itwould be interesting to closely examing riparian sysisms
in Australia o investigate whether:

T.nparian habitats contain a higher diversity and abun-
dance of fauni than the adjscent woodlands/forests and there-
by make a large contribution 1o local and regional diversity:

Zahere are a sigmbicant nuber of species Which are
wholly ar partly dependent on riparian systems for al leasi part
of the year,

3 ugher diversay and abundance i doe 10 8 combiration
of mare available niches and more abundant resources, result-
feg frand higher structiurnl complexity and Nonstic diversity
of tfre rrpanian vegelation, and a higher and more scasomlly
stable productivity;

Anparian systems act as refuges durmg the dry segson and
a source of dispersal at the commencement of the wet season:
the value as a refuge conld be due 1o shelier, Tood, water, o
breeding/nesting siloy;

S.riparian habilats provide seasonally abundunt ~esources
snch as nectar, insects, waterand hreeding sites whicn nre vital
o mmuch af the bodiversity of these erosysems:

Gunpasian stripy can dct as coeridors for specics which Dl
open, dry babitats a barner to dispersal; und

T the rodes of riparian habirals menease in importance willy
the: general aridity of the ares.
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